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ABSTRACT

The present study investigated the influence of two contextual variables and their

interactiA on college students` perceptions of sexual haranment allegations: status of

the initiator and the age of the victim. Results indicated that for a young vklim,

greater credibility was given to her claims when the initiator was her supervisor com-

pai:ed toiler co-worker. When the victim was middle aged or old no differences in

perceptions of credlility existed between the two status conditiorm Sex difference

emerged with female compared to male Subjects atitraxitin less responsbility to the

victim and being more likely to believe that the victim had been sexvssilly harassed. The

firt-dings provided additIonal evidence of rct* importance of contextual variables in

influencing perceptions of social-sexual encounters.
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In recent years there has been an increase in the number of women entering the

work force, in both traditional and non-traditional jobs (Flaim and Fuilrton, 1978). With

greater contact between the sexes in the work place, along with the adVent of increased

consciousness on the part od woman, certain areas of conflict have taken on added signif-

icance; One of these areas is sexual harassment at work; This can be attested to by the

fact that it Ws received increasing attention from journalists (Farley, 1978), the federal

government (Merit System Protection Board, 1981), the legal profession (MacKinnon,

1979), counselors, trainers and therapists (Fuller, 1979), managers (Collins at Blodgett,

1981), and social scientists (Benson and Thompson, in press; Gutek, Nakamura, G/Lhart,

Handschurnacher, & Russell, 1980). Many of the previous social science findings came

from regional and national surveys. For example, from a survey coated by Gutek et

al; (1980) on working people in the Los Angeles area; it Was found that the majority

reported some kind of social - sexual encounter with the opposite sex ranging from com-

plimentary sexual comments to sexual favors as a condition of work.

Although initially conceptualized rather narrowly by the press and the judicial

system, the Office of Personnel Management (1980, p. 1) has .recently defined sexual

harassment as follows: "...deliberate or repeated unsOikited verbal comments, gestures

or physical contact of a sexual nature that is unwelcome." This definition makes sexual

harassment a much more common and serious concern for employers and employees

because it allows for a wide range of behaviors to have multiple and sometimes confusing

meanings. What constitutes sexual harassment may often be in the eyes of the beholder

or; at the very least; determined in part by the specific context in which the behavior

occurs. Surveys (e.g., Mari:us, 1980) have indeed shown this to be the case.

The primsery purpose of the present study was to investigate the influence of two

contextual variables and their interaction, on people's perceptions of sexual harassment

allegations; status of the initiator (which was also manipulated by Gutek, Morasch, &

Cohen, in press), and age of the victim (which has not before been investigated exper-
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imentally). Methodology was similar to that of Gutek et al. (in press), and, as in that

study, the influence of sex of the perceiver was also examined.

The relative status between the initiator And the victim is a variable which has

received a gr( deal of attention in the area of sexual harassment. Legal cases involv-

ing allegations of sexual harassment almost always involve a high status male initiator

and low status female victim (Marcus, 1980). This accurately reflects the distribution of

power in the work place since men are more likely to be supervisors over women (Gut 6c

& Nakamura, 1982). Howver, broader definitions of sexual harassment have included

situations in which the initiator may be of equal or lower status relative to the victim

(Gutek & Nakamura, 1982). For example, a woman may be sexually harassed by a co-

worker or lower status person When the is the recipient of repeated and unolicited

sexual attention.

A study by Gutek et al. (in press) investigating the role of status in interpreting

sexual harassment found when Incidents of sexial harassment contained an initiator with

higher status than the victim, subjects perceived the relationship between the two indi=

viduals as less favorable and less appropriate. This effect was exacerbated if the inci-

dent involved touching while waking comments on the victim's work. In addition. it was

found that when the initiator has equal or lower status than the vlctim, the incident is

perceived as more inappropriate if the- initiator is male rather than female. These fin7d-

ings suggest that the meaning and appropriateness attached to social-sexual behavior in

the workplace are strongly influenced by the status and implicit power of the initiator.

For example. the fact that initiations by high status individuals (regardless of sex) are

perceived as more inappropriate suggest that the power over and subtle threat to a

victim"s job are of major importance. Moreover, the fact that initiations by a female

versus a male are seen as more appropriate when she is of equal or lower status relative

to the victim implies that males regardless of their status visa vis the victim, may

simply be perceived to have more power than females. Additionally, many reports indi-
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cate that supervisors are the most likely initiators (e.g., Benson & Thomson, in press;

Farley, 1978; Gut& et al., 1980). Implied within the above findiWgs is the notion that

behaviors that are considered to be more inappropriate are also more likely to be per-

ceived as sexual harassmenu Based upon the above findings and assumptions, it was

thought that, in general, the credthility of sexual harassment claims would be mediated'

by the status of the initiator with greater cred2si/ity being associated with a 'h tiet"

Sta IttIS initiator. (In the present study the initiator was Always portrayed as male.)

A second factor that has been alluded to 'in the literature but has received very

little empirical attention is age of the victim; In the present sutityi age of the vkiitn

was the variable of interest, while the age of the initiator was held conttant. Previous

writings on sexual harassment suggest that "while a person (especially a woman) of any

age may be a victim of sexual harassment, it is most often the case of an older man as

the initiator and younger woman as victim (Gutek & Nakamura, 1982). This makes sense

given the fact that men in supervisory positions tend to be older than their subor-

dinates. For example studies by Gutek et al. (1980) suggest that women through their

Thirties are slightly more likely to report being a target of social-sexual behaviors in

their current jobs than older women; In addition, it has been reported(Gutek &

Nakamura, 1982) that people who label themselves as physically attractive are more

likely to report that they were expected to date or engage in sexual activity as a condi-

tion of their jobs;

These findings suggest that a woman's age and physical appearance may be impor-

tant mediators of the degree to which she is seen as a victim of sexual harassment; For

example, it seems plausible that older women may experience sexual harassment to a

smaller degree because they are not perceived to be as physically attractive and sexually

stimulating as younger women. This is consistent with the findings that older women are

often evaluated more negatively than older men or younger women (Novak, 1975; Novak,

Karuza, & Narnikas, 1976). To the extent that the is true It was expected that the
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credEbility of a woman's allegations of sexual harassment would be mediated by her age,

restating in allegation of sexual harassment by older victims having ;ess credibility tan

those made by younger wrtmen;

It was alto expected that the credbility of an alWgation of sexual harassment

would be mediated by a Status of Initiator by Age of Victim interaction; It was ttaaught

that the claim would be more credible if the initiator was of high rather than equal

status when the victim was young. However, if the victim was older than the initiator,

or of the same age (middle aged), her allegations of harassment may be discounted

because of heir age and possilile loss of attractiveness. Thus status of the initiator would

be of less importance when the victim was middle aged or olden.

The fourth hypothesis was based on previous findings regarding sex differences in

perceptions of sexual harassment. The Gutek et al. (1980) survey revealed that men were

less likely than women to see dAting as a condition of work" as sexual harassment and

were less likely to view a variety of non-verbal social - sexual behaviors as harassment;

Similar findings have been reported by Gutek (1981), Gutek and Nakamura (1981) and

Collins and Blodgett (t981). ExperimLntal findings by Gutek et al. (in press) have also

demonstrated that men ars less lileely than women to label behaviors a: sexual harass-

ment. Given this, one would also expect tirr_ males would find the claim cf harassment

on the part of a female as less credible and less serious than would femaks. Men would

also see sexual harassment as occurring less frequently. From the literature on physical

attractiveness and Gute:c and her colleagues° firidings tnat men are more likely thah

women to re-port that attractiveness plays an important role in social encounters, one

would expect that male compared to female respondents would find a woman's age (and

attractiveness) as more important in evaluating the credibility of her allegations;

Specifically, the following hypotheses were tested:

1. Allegations of sexual harassment made against a high status initiator (super-

visor) would be perceived as more credible than against ar oqual status inittor
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(co-worketl.

2. Allegations of sexual harassment made by older victims would have lower

credibility than those made by younger victims.

3. Allegatiom of sexual harassment would have more credbility if the initiator

had higher status and the victim was younger. However, status of the initiator

would be of less importance when the victim was middle aged or older.

4. Allegations of sexual harassment would have more credibility for the female

respondents compared to the male respondents. Male csmpaxed to female

respcmdents would firs:I a victim's age (and attractiveness) as more important in

evaluating tne credibility of her allegation. In addition males would view

sexual harassment in general as less serious and leA common than females.

METHOD

Sub'ects

The subjects included 69 males and 54 femakt from three undergraduate institu-

tions; A majority of the students (51 males and 44 females) were enrolled in business

courses at a state university, while the rest of the students came from introductory

psychology classes at a community college and at a private two-year college; For the

entire sample, the average age was 24.93 years (SD = 6.45). An initial analysis was done

on the responses from the state university students, followed by analyses which added the

responses of students from the other schools. None of the significant main effects or

interactions were affected by the addition of subjects from the other schools, hence the

final analysis incleed the subjects from all three institutions.

Mater ials:

Two independent variables: status (supervisor or co-worker) and age of the

victim (young-25, middle age40, and oki-55) were crossed to produce six versions of the

same vignette. The age of the initiator was held constant at 40 years old for all condi-
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tions. (Thus the victim could be 15 years younge:r, the same age, or 15 years older than

the initiator.)

The vignette itself described a situation where a director of personnel relations at

an office machine company had to make a &cisitan Whether to investigate alWgations of

sexual harassment made by a female employee. Besides including the victim's age and

initiator's age and job status, three episodes of alleged scual harassment were de-

scribed: (1) The victim was asked for a date which she politely refused, however, the

initiator winked at her and said "You could be nice, I can dO a lot for you." (2) The

initiator rubbed up against the victim face-to-face while they were passing .1.1 other in

a narrow hallway. (3) The initiator tried to pressure the victim into working late and

when she refused the initiator said "You know jobs are really hard to get these days."

Piloting on a sample of students (N = 58) similar to those who participated in the study

revealed that they were fairly certain (X= 4.98, SD = 1.39, on a scale from 1-very

uncertain to 7-very certain) that the vignette (with tt,e status of initL, tor and age of

victim variables removed) depicted sexual harassment; To reduce demand

characteristics, the vignette was included with two other case studies regarding

"problems faced by businesses". The vignette was always placed either second or third

and order effects were not found.

Following the reading of the vignettes, subjects responded to a series of 7=point

Likert-type items which formed the dependent measures (higher scores indicated the

more positive or affirmative position). Three items: Belief, Certainty, and Responsi-

bility. assessed whether respondents believed that sexual harassment had occurred, how

sure they were about it, and whether the victim was seen as responsible:.

Also, a group of items (7-point Likert-type) assessed general attitudes towards

sexual harassment (g.g., seriousness and prevalence) arid the importance of age and

physical attractiveness of the victim. A manipulation check on the initiator's stags was

made and perceptions of the victim's attractiveness were also asseued.
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Proc-edore:

Duri-g class time a malt eipetimentor distributed what was calice. "a survey being

taken by a research consulting group interested in finding oixt about pcw;:e',.

of situations often confr.ritirg businesses". Students responded to the th-ee case studies

class and were then debriefed. Data collection was completed withit'. 2 wegcS. About

5% of the surveys were d:scarded diie to incomplete responses or failure to perceive the

Manipulations. These were not systematically related to the experimental conditions;

RESULTS

Manioulation_Checicand_Perceptions of the Attractiveness-of-tictim

A univariaie analysis of variance (2 = status of initiator X 3 - age of victim X 2 =-

sex of subject) was conducted on the perceived status of the initiator. Resultt indicated

thAt when the initiator was the supervisor (X 2 5.97), he was rated as havg more status

than when he was the co-worker, = 4.22), F(1,111) = 87.21,k < .001. In aadition, a

significant age effect also occurred on this variable, F (2,111) = 3.62,n <.03. Cancan's

multiple range test (alpha jet at 45) inditated that the initiator was perceived to have

had mote status when the victim was young (X = 5.20) or middle aged (X = 5.24) than

when she was old (X = 4.68). No difference was observed on the perceived status of the

initiator when the victim was young compared to when she was middle aged.

A similar analysis was done on the perceived attractiveness of the victim; Results

indicated that the victim was perceived 20 be more attractive when the initiator was her

Supoirq-jt0 (ilt 4.71) compared to her CO-WiicRtt (Xs L.16), -F (1411) = 9.344 k, (.003. An

age effect was also observed on this variel)le, i (2,111) 8.25, g <,005. In particular,

Duncan's multiple range test inditated that the victim was perceived to be more attrac-

thie.;,Vhen she was young (X=4.25) at Middle aged (X= 4.44) than when she was old (5i=

3;92). No significant difference was observed between the young and' middle age victims

On perceived attractivertest.
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To The Credibility

Of The Sexual Harassment-Claim-ME liet-Ce-rtainty, Re-soonsbility,

Multivariate analyses of variance (2 - status of initiator X 3 - age of victim X 2 -

sex of subject) were carried out on the responses to the three items related to the crAWc-=

bility of the incident: Belief, Certainty, and Responsibility.

Ma in-Effec-t-for-Status

The results of the MANOVA indicated no support for hypothesis 1, F (3,109) = .50,

ns. The status of the initiator did not, in general influence the subjects' perceptions of

the credibility of the victim's harassment claims.

Main Effect for Age -of V-ic-tirn

The results of the MANOVA indicated that the second hypothesis related to age of

the victim was supported in part Ertultivariate F (6,216) = 3.51, 2C.0025J on Belief

(univar late F(2,111) = 10.55, 2< ;0001) and on Certainty (urtivariate F (2,111) = 3.09,

2 (.05). The results on Responsibility were in the predicted direction but not significant,

F (2,111) = 37, ns. The harassment claim of the young victim (X= 531) was more likely

to be believed when compared to the middle aged (X= 5.04) victim, F (1,111) = 5.03,

2 (.05, or older (X= 4.27) victim, F(1,111) = 22453, a<mt, In addition, the middle aged

compared to the older victim's claims were also more Mel), to have beep believed, F

(1;111) <.05. Finally, there was a significant age effect on the Certainty

variable, F(2,111) 3;09; 2 <45. Subjects were more certain sexual harassment had

occurred when the victim was young (X= 5;12) rather than old (X= 4.14), F (1,111) = 6.94;

<.01. No other age comparisons yielded zignificant effects on this variable;

ikassayictirntaH5tatus of Initiator Interaction.

The Age of Victim by Stein, of Initiator interaction Thypothesis 3) was raises found

to be significant Etriultivariate F (6-,216) = 2;46,2(.031 . The univariatePs for Belief,

Certainty, and Responsibility were _F(2,111) = 3 0# , t . 0 5 , 0 : ( 3 , 1 1 1 ) = 123, ns, and F

(2,111) = 5;31, 2 ;006, respectively ; A priori -t-tests were conducted to test the specifi-

11
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predictions concerning this interaction. As predicted', when the victim was young,

subjects :.:ere more lffcely to believe she had been sexually harassed when the initiator

had high status (X= 6.10) compared to equal status (3C= 5.28), 1.70,2<05. The

subjects were also more certain that it would be considered sexual harassment when the

initiator had high (X= 5.62) versus equal (X= 4.71) status, Ni in = 1.68, k f.05, and they

saw the young victim as less responsible when the initiator had high (3i= 2.30) rather than

equal (3(= 3.62) status, 1411 = 2.40,2<.01.

For the middle aged victim, status of the initiator did not influence subjects'

responses on Belief, Certainty or Responsibility, as predicted. The respective means on

Belief were 5.00 for high status versus 5.08 for equal status, 111) = 0.20, ns.2 On

Certainty the mean for high status was 4.80 versus 4.46 for equal status, to io = 0.69,

ns. Finally on Responsibility the mean for high status was 3.04 versus 3.08 for equal

status, t4 = 0.17, ns.

Also as expected, when the victim was older, status of the initiator did not signif-

icantly influence subjects' perceptions on BAlief, Certainty and Responsibility. The

respective means on Belief we 3.83 for high status versus 4;68 for equal status, tot

1.91, ns. On Certainty the Mean for high status was 4.00 versus 4.26 for equal status;

111)
= 0:48i ns. For responsibility the mean for high status was 3.83 versus 2.79 for

equal status, 1.79,

main Effect for Sex Subject

Hypothesis four regarding sex differenres was also supported, multivariate F

(3,109) = 2.77; a( .04. Univariate F's indicated that females (X= 5.35) more likely

than Males (3C= 4.80) to believe that harassment had occurred, F (1,111) = 5.08, p <.03.

Females (R= 5.00) were more certain about it than males were (X= 4.36), F (11111) = 4.58,

p_<iO3; Also, femaleS were likely to see the victim as less responsible (X= 2.70) than

1. One-tailed t-tests.
2. Two=tailedi;tetts were conducted on the middle aged and older victim conditions

because no differences were predicted.
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males were (X= 3.42), F(1,111) = 6.05,2(.02.

The multivariate analysis on the questions dealing with sexual harassment in

general, resulted in a significant main effect for sex, F (6,106) = 4.17,k <.0008. As

exepected, univariate analyses indicated that the males (X = 4.65) thought a woman's

physical attractiveness was more important in determining whether she would be sexually

harassed than females (X = 4.00), F (1,111) = 3.78, k <.05. Males (R = 4.82) also felt a

woman's age was more important in determining whether harassment would occur than

females did (R = 4.02), F(1,111) = 8.70, < .0 04 . Finally, females (R = 6.28) compared to

males (X = 5.52), thought a charge of sexual harassment was more serious, F (1,111) =

9.02, k<.003 and females (X = 5.76) felt that sexual harassment was generally more

common than males did (X = 509), F(1,111) = 7.07,k<.009.

DISCUSSION

The results of the present study were generally consistent with a small but de-

veloping body of empirical literature on sexual harassment. In general, previous liter-

ature has indicated that the context in which social-sexual encounters occur may be a

powerful determinant of the extent to which these interactions will be interpreted as

sexual harassment (Gutek et al., in press; Gutek Nakamara, 1982; Marcus, 1980). The

present study investigated the influence of two contextud variables (age of victim and

job status of initiator) on interpretations of social-sexual encounters. CA:insistent with

our hypotheses, it was found that a woman's age and job status vis a vis her employer (or

co-worker) play important roles in affecting the degree to which her allegations are

perceived as credible. Younger victims are more lately to be believed and less likely to

be seen as responsible than older women (perhaps because of younger women's greater

perceived sexual attractiveness). An attributional interpretation (Kelly, 1971) would

indicate that perhaps older victims are held responsible for eliciting the sexual encounter

since there seems to be no external cause for the incident, e.g., her physical
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attractiveness.

The main effect for age was qualified by the Age of Victim by Status of Initiator

interaction. As expected, young victims were particularly likely to be believed when the

initiator was her supervisor rather than a co-wcrker, perhaps indicating that power

differentials between individuals are an important factor in subject's perceptions of what

constitutes sexual harassment. This finding is consistent with the resu14 of Gutek et

al. (in press) which showed that initiations by high status individualS are perceived as

more inappropriate. In line with our prediction, status of the initiator did not lead to

differentiated responses to the middle-aged victim or older victim.

Perhaps the most consistent pattern of findings is the influence of sex of per=

ceiver on interpreting sooal-sexual behaviors. Females were more Nicely to label the

encounter as sexual harassment, to attribute less responsibility to the victim and to

believe the initiator sexually harassed the victim. In addition, females were less likely to

think that a woman's age and physical attractivenesss were related to the incidence of

sexual harassment and that sexual harassment is a more common and serious occurrence.

It is possible that since women are most likely the recipients of sexual harass-

ment, they may see it as a greater problem than men do and they may have a tendency to

over-attribute a variety of behaviors to the category of sexual harassment; Men on the

other hand, may behave in the opposite fashion and perhaps resist labeling encounters as

sexual harassment. Future research may well explore the types of cues that are most

important for males versus females in making attributions for social-sexual behaviors.

It is interesting to note that while much of our focus has been on assessing the

impact of contextual factors influencing the credibility of an allegation of sexual ha-

rassment, these results say as much and perhaps more about a male initiator and his

power. Generally, higher status initiators are perceived as sexually attracted to and

more likely to harass young attractive lower status females. Subjects don't appear to

find plausil3le a higher status initiator's being sexually attracted to either a middle-aged

14
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person like himself or an older woman. Clearly, subjects perceive the higher status male

initiator as being attracted to someone who is young, sexually appealing and in a mkt=

tivoly powerless position vis a vis him. These findings corroborate much of the media

and common sense notions about who is likely to harass whom and why. However, the

present findings must be considered with some caution as these were college students

who may not be representative of people who are entp1oyed in work settings where such

social-sexual situations as described in the vignette take place.

Together, the, findings of the present study provide some of the first experimental

evidence of the impact of contextual variables on perceptions of sexual harassment

cases. Because socio-sexual encounters are most likely to occur in a job situation where

there are any number of factors that may affect perceptions of harassment, it is very

important both theoretically and practically that researchers begin to examine what

behaviors are likely to be labeled sexual harassment and under what conditions.

15
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